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Mouthpiece / Reed / Ligature Setup 
 

Reed placement 
 INFO 

1. The tip rail of the mouthpiece is what the reed vibrates against.  It is important that the tip of the reed is 

making contact with the tip rail. 

2. Make sure the reed is not up too high.  You should be able to see a hairline of the black mouthpiece above 

the tip of the reed. 

3. Have students always put their reed on at eye level rather than with their clarinet angled away from them. 
 

Ligature placement 
 INFO 

1. The ligature should be just under the „cut line‟ on the reed where the reed changes from open cane to 

shiny bark (see last page of handout). 

2. The vibrating part of the reed is the top half and the „anchor‟ part of the reed is the bottom half (the bark). 

3. Be sure the ligature is tight.  You will be amazed at how many students do not tighten their ligatures! 

 ANALOGY 

1. Would you jump off a diving board if the back of the diving board was only PARTLY anchored down? 

 No!  In order for the vibrating part of the reed to truly vibrate fast and efficiently the „anchor‟ part 

of the reed has to be securely against the mouthpiece.  This is especially important on Eb and bass 

clarinets. 
 

Sound 
 

Air Speed 
**Air should be as fast as possible and exist in a small stream. 

 ANALOGY: Blow like you are shooting a spitball through a straw 

1. Lots of air in a small space moving quickly 

 EXERCISE / VISUALIZATION 

1. Draw a target on a wall far away and about 8 feet up. 

2. Tell the student to imagine hitting that target with their air while they are playing. 

 EXERCISE:  Stick a piece of paper against the wall using only air 

1. Make clarinet embouchure 

2. Stand about 1 or 2 inches from the wall 

3. “Stick” the paper to the wall using only air (and a good clarinet embouchure) 

4. Order of difficulty: TP, Kleenex, notebook paper, computer paper 

5. Have student play their clarinet with the same air they used at the wall. 

 

Tongue Position 
**Tongue should always be up in the middle and back.  Say EEEE 

 INFO 

1. Be aware of how you are singing music to your students.  Clarinetists and Bass clarinetists should always 

say “TEE”.  (Not Doh, Dah, or Tah!!!)  You may want the band to sound like “DOH” but don‟t forget that 



2 

 

they will actually say “DOH” into their instruments.  If your clarinet students are doing this they will 

always sound bad! 

 ANALOGY: Tongue is a roller coaster for your air 

1. It gives speed and direction 

2. The air squeezes through the small space between the back /middle of the tongue and the roof of the 

mouth.  Then it rides the tongue down into the clarinet. 

 DEMONSTRATION 

1. If the tongue „wiggles‟ the tone „wiggles‟ (This helps the students to understand how important tongue 

position really is.) 

2. Rhapsody in Blue, glissando is accomplished with only the tongue, not with jaw pressure. 

 

PROBLEM:  Student does not have control of their tongue. 
 REASON 

1. The tongue has been an involuntary muscle all of our lives.  Our brain subconsciously tells it what to do.  

Then instantly, as teachers, we expect young people to be completely aware of their tongue and in control 

of it!  That just isn‟t realistic. 

 SOLUTION 

1. Make students aware of their tongue! 

 EXERCISE 

1. Bite the sides of your tongue with your molars, and then stop biting (you do have to tell young students to 

stop.) 

 Now the tongue should „hurt‟ giving the student more awareness of where the tongue is in their 

mouth. 

2. Now ask students to say EEEE and notice their tongue position. 

3. Have students play a note keeping the tongue in place. 
 

Embouchure 
 INFO : Use equal lip pressure around the mouthpiece without too much jaw/teeth pressure 

1. Do not think of any pressure coming from the jaw area.  Relax the face and jaw. 

2. The bottom lip should be engaged and pushing up on the reed.  Use those little muscles! 

 ANALOGY 

1. Lips should act as a rubber band around the mouthpiece 

2. Lips should act like they are holding a straw 

 What happens if you bite on a straw?  You get no milkshake!!!!   

3. Top lip and bottom lip pressure should be even like a balanced teeter totter. 

4. Use corners of mouth to push in on mouthpiece, as in making a “Fish face.” 

5. Say EEEEEE then EWWWWW then YOUUUUUU to get the proper shape. 

 EXERCISE 

1. To use top lip muscles more efficiently curl top lip under in order to press down onto the mouthpiece.  Do 

NOT curl them under the top teeth.  You can use more muscle this way. 

2. To test pressure play a G above the staff.  Push on the reed until it stops vibrating and then release 

pressure until it becomes flat.  The „sweet spot‟ of pressure is somewhere between those two points. 

 HELP 

1. Have your students use a mouthpiece pad that is somewhat „sticky‟ and not slick.  This will keep their 

teeth from sliding around and then they will be able to release some of the teeth pressure on the 

mouthpiece. 

 HOW MUCH MOUTHPIECE 

1. Slide a piece of paper between the reed and mouthpiece.  Where the paper stops is about where the 

bottom lip should go. 
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PROBLEM:  Airy, unfocused sound in the low register 
 REASON 

1. Low notes will work with wimpy air, so students do not use any more air than necessary to create a 

sound. 

 SOLUTION 

1. Air: Faster Speed 

2. Tongue Position: Have students say “EEE” 

 EXERCISE / DEMONSTRATION 

1. Ask student play C above the staff for the length of a whole note 

2. Tell them to memorize the shape of the inside of their mouth as well as the speed and pressure of the air 

while they are playing the C. 

3. Play low notes that were previously „airy‟ with the same embouchure and air as the high C. 

 APPLICATION 

1. John Barns Chance, Variations on a Korean Folk Song (opening bars) 

2. Tschaikovsky,  5th Symphony (opening bars) 

 

PROBLEM:  Pitches above top of the staff G are flat and sound bad 
 REASON 

1. Students are blowing too slowly 

2. Students are not listening to the pitch 

 SOLUTION(S) 

1. Air: Faster Speed 

 The reed vibrates faster for high pitches so slow air will not work. 

2. Pitch: hear the pitch! 

3. Scale tests are full range of the clarinet.  (7
th

 graders should be playing to altissimo high F.) 

4. Do not put extra pressure on the reed 

5. Take in more mouthpiece 

6. Tongue position: remind them to say “EEE” 

7. Do not use a super soft strength reed 

8. Arch the back of their throat as if singing falsetto 

 EXERCISE 

1. Add range to their scales and scale tests 

2. Learn fingering patterns while reciting note names before attempting high notes 

3. Hear the pitches!  Play the notes down an octave for pitch reference and then up the octave keeping the 

same intervals. 

 APPLICATION 

1. Dmitri Shostakovich, Festive Overture (clarinet solo) 

 

PROBLEM:  Mousy/High pitched overtones in sound  
 REASON 

1. biting on the reed and/or  

2. too little mouthpiece in their mouth and/or  

3. Reed is too soft and can‟t take the air pressure. 

 EXERCISE:  

1. On a G above the staff  have your student practice varying pressure of the teeth/lip. While doing this try 

try to use more lip pressure than jaw/teeth pressure. 

2. After pushing and releasing on the reed you should be able to hear a „sweet spot‟ where the sound is 

pretty and round without the extra bright overtones. 
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Articulation  ~ Here are some quick thoughts.  This subject could use a whole clinic by itself. 
 Say TEE TEE TEE 

 USE CONSTANT AIR!  Have them think of the air moving the tongue. 

 Tip of tongue to the tip of the reed. 

 Two taste buds should touch the reed not ten taste buds 

 The tongue is a muscle and can be „worked out‟ 

 You should see no movement in your student‟s throat, if that is happening then they are moving their whole 

tongue instead of just the tip. 

 

PROBLEM:  My students can‟t tongue fast enough (repeated pitches) 
 REASON 

1. Air stream is not constant 

2. Tongue is too labored and heavy 

3. Tongue is moving too slowly 

 SOLUTION 

1. Have students focus on their air stream 

 EXERCISE 

1. Have them hold a single pitch with good air for about two whole notes. 

2. Have them do it again and ask them to notice what their air stream feels like. 

3. Have them articulate the passage using the same air stream and imagine their air moving their tongue. 

 APPLICATION  

1. Felix Mendelssohn, Scherzo from A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

 

PROBLEM:  My students can‟t tongue fast enough (articulated melody) 
 REASON 

1. Mostly likely the same reasons as above, and: 

2. Their fingers are uneven so tongue and fingers aren‟t matching up 

 Side note:  Generally tongues move in time and fingers are out of time 

 SOLUTION 

1. Fix the fingers and the tongue separately 

 EXERCISE 

1. Have the students play the melody all slurred.  This forces them to feel the rhythm in their fingers.  It will 

also allow you to hear where they are uneven and if they are using a solid air stream. 

2. Have the students articulate the rhythm of the passage on one pitch 

3. After both 1. & 2. are successful then put them back together and play the passage. 

 APPLICATION 

1. Martin Gould, American Salute 

2. Percy Aldridge Grainger, Molly on the Shore 
 

Other Common Issues 
 

PROBLEM:  Students can‟t go “over the break” 
 REASON 

1. Students try too hard and move their embouchure to „help‟ the clarinet. 

2. They believe it is hard. 

3. The air is not constant. 

4. They are not getting their finger off of the A key fast enough. 

5. They are not opening the register key fast enough (if you are hearing a low note before the “B” then this 

is happening.) 

6. With young players the bottom hand, bottom finger almost always isn‟t closing the hole. 
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 SOLUTION 

1. Tell the students it is no big deal.  Stop using the term “over the break”.  I tell them just to play the next 

note! 

2. Make students understand that the air needs to be prepped for the B to „come out‟.  Blowing at the B is 

too little too late. 

 Ask students how long their clarinet is when they play an A or a G 

 Then ask how long their clarinet is when they play the B 

 EXERCISE 

1. Play an open G or A and crescendo the note. 

2. In the middle of the crescendo change to a B and keep the crescendo going 

3. Impress upon them that the air and fingers are separate! 

 SOLUTION 

1. Make sure the finger position on the A key is proper 

 EXERCISE 

1. Have them alternate from first finger F# to A. 

2. The A key should be played with the first knuckle 

3. There should be a rocking motion rather than a lifting of the finger 

 SOLUTION 

1. Don‟t immediately have them go from A to B 

 EXERCISE 

1. First have them master low E to middle line B (just add the register key) 

2. Second have them try open G to high B (with right hand fingers and pinkys down for the G) 

3. Third have them try throat tone A to B 
 

Tuning 
 INFO 

1. B and C are sharp in comparison to all (this is awesome since they are our band/orchestra tuning notes!) 

2. Lower register is usually flat 

3. Upper register is high (unless the air is bad, then it will be flat) 

 Open G 

1. Pull at the barrel 

 Long C or B 

1. Pull at the bell 

 High G top the staff 

1. You can pull in the middle, but use it only as a last resort.  It will most likely mess with the bridge key 

and can cause other issues. 

 If a student is way out of tune check their mouthpiece 

 Always tell your students “ Be in tone to be tune” 

 

Quick repair 
 There is only ONE screw that Should Not be tightened all the way.  It is the top of the A key.  If your student is 

playing low notes, but high ones are coming out, most likely the A key screw has been tightened too much.  

Loosen it! 

 Key is hanging ~ spring needs to be reset 

o If the spring is broken you may be able to just electrical tape the pad closed and tell the student not to use 

the key.  (I will not reveal how many times I’ve done this on the marching band field….) 

 G above the staff works, but F E D below that will not work:  The bridge key is not set properly and the pad at the 

top of the bottom joint is not sealing. 
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Causes of Squeaking 
 Variations in air 

 Variations  in pressure on the reed 

 Split reed 

 Fingers not sealing or moving too slowly between notes 

o If not switching fingers faster 

 Bridge key not set / A key screwed in too far 

 Opening keys on accident  (bass clarinet) 

o Most common is the G# key on the left hand &Eb key on the right hand 
 

Equipment (quick thoughts) 

 Inverted ligatures are best (no screws on the reed) 

1. Bonade inverted; Vandoren Optimum are good examples 

 Have your students buy a real mouthpiece 

1. In most cases the mouthpiece that comes with the instrument is not acceptable. 

2. I have found Vandoren mouthpieces to be very consistent. 

 Purchase short barrels for marching band in the cold months (64 & 63 mm) 

1. Standard barrels are usually 66mm 

 Swab 

1. Square heavy cotton swabs usually get stuck on the vent tube inside the clarinet. 

2. Silk swabs are a better alternative and most can be purchased for $10. 

3. Students should swab wood clarinets after every 30 minutes of playing. 

4. Pipe cleaner „swabs‟ should NEVER be stored inside a wood clarinet. 

5. Swab from bottom to top : Least amount of condensation to most amount of condensation.  

6. Side note: “rest position” in rehearsals/performance should always be on the knee with the clarinet 

vertical.  This helps to keep the water inside the clarinet from pooling in the pads and tone holes.  It 

should not be put across the lap. 

 Neck straps 

1. For young players that can‟t reach bottom keys the neck strap will work great.  When their hands get 

larger have them stop using the neck strap. 

2. Be careful about using it for other players.  If they are bent over and curling forward the neck strap will 

only add to their pain problems.  Seek an Alexander Technique teacher for more information about 

posture and the use of clarinet neck straps. 
 

Reeds (quick thoughts) 
 Brands 

1. Rico (5
th

-6
th 

grade) 

2. Vandoren (6
th

 grade– forever) 

3. A size 2.5 Rico equals a size 2 Traditional Vandoren 

 Rotate between at least 4 reeds at a time 

 Buy a reed case that holds 4 reeds 

1. If the student doesn‟t have a reed case, then they can write “1, 2, 3, 4” on the individual plastic cases to 

keep track of which ones they like. 

 Reed strength 

1. Is based on mouthpiece and air support not on age.  i.e. “You are now 15 years old, therefore you should 

be using X size reeds.”   

2. Students should never feel like they are blowing against a brick wall. 

 Plastic reeds 

1. Buy Legere Brand 

2. Great for marching band 

3. Perfect for Contrabass Clarinet.  Personally, I only use Legere‟s when I play Contra. 
 


